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“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday dear Leon, happy birthday to you!” everyone sings in unison.

A boy with almond-shaped brown eyes sits at the head of the table, and in front of him is a huge cake with twelve blazing candles. He leans on the edge of the table with both hands and, in a single breath, blows out all the flames.

“Bravo!” the guests cheer as his mother cuts everyone a slice of the delicious chocolate cake.

“May you live long and stay healthy, Leon, my dear grandson!” his grandfather says, gently ruffling his thick, dark hair.

While the guests enjoy the cake, Leon impatiently peeks over the table toward the pile of presents his mother has arranged on the dresser.

“Leon, come outside and play ball with us,” calls a girl with straight blonde hair.

“Not now, Mia, I can’t right now. I’m about to open the presents any moment. You go play with the others—I really can’t now,” Leon says, trying to brush her off.

“You know, I told Grandpa I wanted a racing bicycle, and I don’t want to miss the moment when they bring it to me,” he bends toward her and whispers in her ear so the others won’t hear.

The girl fixes her big eyes on the presents and starts nervously fidgeting with her fingers. She understands—she’s not that little—but she would so love to play with Leon. 

With her lips pressed tight, she turns to him and says, “But Leon, I don’t see any bicycle there. Those presents wrapped over there are too small for a bicycle to fit inside.”

“Well, they’re not going to wrap it in paper, you silly girl! They’ve surely hidden it somewhere outside, and I have to pretend I don’t know anything,” the boy replies cynically.

“Oh,” the girl with the bob haircut says, but she doesn’t like the harsh way he spoke to her, and her large eyes begin to fill with tears.

Leon barely looks at her, keeping his eyes fixed on the pile of presents, waiting for his big moment. The girl presses her lips together, trying to hold back her tears, but the more she restrains them, the stronger her anger bursts out.

“Then you just wait for your stupid bicycle and sit there all alone until you grow old!” Mia shouts at him, angrily swiping her hand through the whipped cream on the cake and throwing it in his face.

Then she runs off, bursting into tears, while Leon remains sitting there, stunned, his face smeared.
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His mother rushed over to wipe his face and calm the situation. Realizing the celebration had gone on a bit too long and the children had grown impatient, she decided to ease their restlessness and sent Leon to open his little presents.

“Let him see what he got, and then he can go play with the other kids!” she said to the guests.

Leon didn’t need to be told twice. In no time, he was by the pile, sitting on the floor and opening the gifts one by one.

All the guests gathered around him, and the children came running in from the yard when they heard the presents were being opened. There were about ten of them, all flushed with excitement, their curious eyes fixed on what would come out of each wrapping.

“This tablet is from me and your aunt!” his uncle called out from the crowd.

Leon thanked him and set the tablet aside.

There were all sorts of useless things too—pencils and picture frames, model cars, and various items he would never need.

From his grandmother, he once again received a knitted sweater, gloves, a scarf, and a beanie, just like every year. 

As she always said, “Summer is short, and winter comes quickly. Before you know it, the lovely days are gone, and here come the snow, the frost, and Christmas.”

Leon’s grandmother always compared all days of the year and all holidays to Christmas, as if it were the starting point of everything in the world and of all the seasons.

From his parents, Leon got new hockey equipment. That, at least, he could use—but most of the things he received he would gladly take back to the store and exchange for something entirely different. From his brother, he got a new football, but the crown of it all was supposed to be his grandfather’s gift.

Only his grandfather knew what he truly wanted. Not long ago, when they had been walking through town together, Leon had deliberately shown him that blue-and-silver racing bicycle in a shop window, telling him he would give anything to have one like it.

His grandfather had patted him on the shoulder and agreed that it was indeed beautiful.

“The latest in technology,” his grandfather had said with a satisfied smile.

[image: ]

Leon knew his grandfather had enough money to afford that gift, only—“Where could he have hidden it, and when will he finally bring it?” the boy wondered impatiently.

“Well then, Leon, here’s a gift from me as well! Something quite special for you,” his grandfather finally said, rising to his feet and pulling a hard case from the inside pocket of his jacket, one that looked like an eyeglass case.

At first, Leon was surprised. He thought the gift must somehow be connected to the bicycle. The whole school already knew that Leon would get that modern, expensive bike for his birthday. He had bragged about it to everyone who approached him. He could hardly wait to show up with it at school on Monday and show off. How he would tease all those classmates who walked on foot or rode old clunkers.

His grandfather lowered himself onto one knee beside him and looked at him through his square glasses.

Leon opened the case—and inside was a bird’s quill.

He stared, mouth open, then turned his head toward his grandfather.

“That is not an ordinary goose quill,” his grandfather began. 

“It is something special, something no one else in this world has anymore. This quill has been passed down in our family from generation to generation. 

Private collectors have even tried to buy it from me, but no—I never gave it to anyone. I have chosen to give it to you, personally. To my grandson, who writes such beautiful essays at school.”

“And the bicycle?” Leon asked, almost breathless.

“The bicycle will come another time. This is something far more beautiful and important. This is a moment I have been waiting for a long time. The day has come for this quill to pass into your hands—to a new generation. Take good care of it and use it wisely,” his grandfather said, giving him a subtle wink so no one else would notice.
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Leon looked at him in silence, his eyes growing narrower and narrower, his face turning red as a poppy. The only thing he understood, the only thing circling in his mind, was that there was no bicycle—and that there never would be. What use was a bicycle to him in a few years? He needed it now, now that he wanted it so badly. How was he supposed to show up at school now? Everyone would laugh at him.

All his disappointment and anger burst out at once.

“Seriously, Grandpa, have you lost your mind?” the boy shouted, springing up from the floor and waving his hand in disbelief.

Everyone gasped, shocked by Leon’s behavior. The women covered their mouths, and the children stared at him with wide eyes that seemed to grow even wider.

“Leon! Apologize to your grandfather this instant! What kind of behavior is that?” his mother shouted.

Grandpa stood there, stunned and hurt by his grandson’s reaction. In distress, he pressed his lower lip over the upper one, so it seemed as though only his white mustache and lower lip remained visible.

“But Leon, that quill was used by Dositej Obradović himself. It is an honor—” he began, but could not finish, as the boy turned and ran outside.

“You senile old man! Here’s your quill—write with it as much as you like. I don’t need it!” he shouted, throwing the case recklessly onto the floor before turning and running off.

Everyone stood helplessly in the room. No one knew why this had happened. A celebration that had begun so beautifully ended so bitterly.

Grandpa bent down to pick up the large quill, looked at it sadly, and carefully placed it back into its case.

“Don’t take it to heart. He’s just a boy going through puberty. Children can react like that at that age. Your son wasn’t any different back then,” an older woman tried to comfort him.

But Grandpa remained inconsolable. For him, this had been a special day—the day he was meant to pass the quill on to its new owner.

“Dad, he’ll get over it. Don’t upset yourself. I’ll deal with him as soon as I get hold of him,” his son said, embracing him.

“I should have known he wanted the bicycle more. It’s my fault. But I was so full of joy, so eager to give him the quill. He’s right to insult me,” Grandpa whispered bitterly.

“We’ll talk to him. He can’t treat you like that, Grandpa. You didn’t deserve it,” his daughter-in-law replied. 

“Whatever he received as a gift, he should have accepted it with more respect. This is my fault—I let him have everything and spoiled him.”

Grandpa silently placed the case on the dresser before heading for the door, patting it twice with his hand. Grandma turned back once more before leaving, shook her head at her son and daughter-in-law, put on her hat, and followed Grandpa out.

Furious, Leon’s mother turned and stormed into his room.

“What is wrong with you? Is this how we raised you—to behave like that toward your elders?” she shouted.

Leon lay face down on his bed, his head buried under a pillow, sobbing uncontrollably.

His mother approached and snatched the pillow from his head.
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“I don’t know what’s gotten into you. Instead of being happy, you’re fixated on that bicycle as if none of the other gifts mean anything. You and that bicycle, bicycle, bicycle—as if there isn’t still time for it.”

“There isn’t!” Leon cried through his sobs. 

“I have to go to school tomorrow and I don’t have a bicycle. Everyone will laugh at me!” 

“Why would they laugh at you? How would they even know what you got for your birthday?”

“They know, because I told everyone,” he said, turning his completely flushed face toward her, wet with tears. 

“Now I can’t even go to school out of shame. Everyone will laugh at me.”

“Hm! And who told you to brag? You got so many nice presents—if you must boast, boast about those,” his mother said, trying to calm him.

“About what? About pencils and a children’s story collection from Mia?” the boy replied miserably.

“Well, you got a tablet from your uncle. That’s not exactly a cheap gift.”

“A tablet? Pff! Every kid has one at home. Even Mia, who’s in first grade. Anyone can have that,” he shot back rudely, unable to believe what his mother was using to comfort him. Did she really think he was still a baby?

“Your uncle set aside his last bit of money for that tablet, just to please you and make you happy. You know they’re not doing well financially.”

“It’s not my fault he’s incapable and won’t work anywhere,” the boy replied stubbornly, still convinced he was completely right.

“Don
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